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A Ship of Royal Make
I

t was a crisp,cold day on March 6, 1945, when
H.R. Crosland,a Furman alumnus and a professor
at the University of Oregon, ascended a small platform
at the Oregon Shipbuilding Yard near Portland to deliver
the principal address for the christening ceremony of the
SS Furman Victory.

Wearing a heavy,dark overcoat as protection against
the brisk,salty breeze,Crosland told the small crowd,
"As a one time student of Furman University I have been
honored by President [John] Plyler with the pleasant assign
ment of representing at this ceremony Furman University of
Greenville, South Carolina. I bring an expression of grati
tude from its faculty,alumni,students and friends. . . .
"The many alumni for Furman scattered in distant lands
and on the seven seas,serving their country with gallantry
and patriotic devotion, will be gratified at the high honor
accorded their institution today."
Resting upon steel trigger plates,which kept the ship
upright on land,the Furman was a handsome,stately vessel.
From stem to bow,she measured 455 feet and her beam
(width) was 62 feet. Nearly 40 feet separated the base of
her hull and her deck. Although the Furman was a cargo
ship,she was equipped with two 5-inch and eight 20millimeter guns - enough to ward off menacing aircraft.
Closing his brief remarks,Crosland quoted a stanza
of the university's alma mater:
"A ship of royal make is she,
And brings her treasures from afar,
Her truth it is that makes us free,
And shines her beacon like a star.
'Twas Furman's hand that laid her keel,
And Judson set her ribs of steel,
The Fathers,prayerful for our weal,
Launched our dear Alma Mater."
Tucking away his hand-written notes, the professor
joined Mrs. Carl C. Donaugh,wife of the U.S. Attorney
for the District of Oregon, at the ship's bow. In keeping
with tradition- and even though the university for which
the ship was named was a Southern Baptist institutionDonaugh shattered a bottle of champagne over the Furman.
Headed for the Pacific, the SS Furman Victory and her
52-member crew coasted down the way. To a smattering
of applause, she slipped into the Willamette River at a
speed of 18 knots.
An article announcing the date of the christening
appeared in the February 24 issue of the Furman student
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newspaper. A recounting of the event,along with photos
of the Furman and of Crosland,was published in the Bulletin
of Furman University in April,1945,and a brief mention
of the ceremony appeared again in the April 1946 issue.
In university publications,however,the ship was
evidently never mentioned again. Once she was launched,
it seems that the SS Furman Victory sailed out of the
memory of her namesake.
So, when a Furman supporter noticed a photo
of the SS Furman Victory on eBay this summer and
notified the university,many were surprised. After
all,there is no mention of the Furman in Alfred
S. Reid's comprehensive history of Furman,
published in 1976, or in Furman University,
A History, written by Robert Norman Daniel
and published in 195 1. Several longtime faculty
and staff members familiar with the school's
history were also unable to recall the ship.
But John L. Plyler, Jr. '56,son of the
man who served as president of Furman
from 1939-64, did remember. "I was
just a boy at the time," says Plyler, who
lives in Davidson,N.C. "I remember
being disappointed that it was
a cargo ship. I wanted it to be
a battleship."

H

ow did the SS Furman
Victory come to be,and
what was her fate?
After the Japanese attack on
Pearl Harbor brought America into
World War II in 1941,Japanese and
German submarines began sinking U.S.
merchant ships- cargo vessels manned mostly
by Merchant Marines- at a rate that far exceeded
the ability of American shipyards to replace them. In
194 1 and 1942,shipping losses surpassed new construction as the Axis was winning the war on land and sea.
Because merchant ships carried essential supplies such
as food,armaments and medicine,they were targeted by
enemy aircraft and warships. As a percentage of their ranks,
the Merchant Marines - who manned the Victory ships and
their predecessors,the Liberty vessels- suffered more loss
of life than any other branch of the U.S. service.
Liberty ships were boxy,slow-moving cargo vessels
that were produced in great numbers during the war's early
years. Most of the 2,710 Liberty ships manufactured during

"""

THE STORY OF THE SS FURMAN VICTORY.
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The

SS Furman Victory measured 455 feet from stern to bow and was 62 feet wide.
Bulletin of Furman University

This photo of the ship preparing for launch appeared in the

in April, 1945. Previous page: Thanks to John Plyler '56 for securing the photo of the

Furman at sea from the U.S. Naval Institute in Annapolis, Md.

the war were named after individuals - patriots,scientists,
educators and industrialists. Beginning in 1944, though,
these ships, called "ugly ducklings" by sailors, began to
be replaced by a new class of cargo vessels: the Victory.
Because of their sleek design, Victory ships could travel
up to 18 knots, compared to the Liberty's 11 knots, and could
better evade the enemy. Victory ships could also carry
slightly more cargo than their sister ships.
Victory and Liberty ships were the workhorses of the
American fleet. They played a vital role in winning the war
by transporting an estimated 85 percent of the troops, ammu
nition and supplies used to support the Allied war effort in
both the European and Pacific theaters.
The Furman was one of 534 Victory ships produced in
1944 and 1945. The first 34 were named in honor of Allied
nations; others carried the names of U.S. cities and some of
the nation's oldest colleges and universities.
When the keel was laid for the SS Furman Victory on
January 23, 1945, the cargo shipbuilding industry was reach
ing peak construction and efficiency levels. The handful of
shipyards manufacturing these vessels under the U.S. Mari
time Commission employed a labor force of 640,000 slightly less than the combined current population of
Greenville and Spartanburg counties. In 1941, factories
were turning out a new ship every 160 days. By late 1945,
however, the average construction time had dropped to 60
days. From keel to launch, the Furman was completed in
a remarkable 66 days.
According to Ships for Victory, a book by Frederic C.
Lane that examines shipbuilding under the U.S. Maritime
Commission during World War II, 40 of the oldest colleges
and universities in the United States were selected to have
a Victory ship named for them. In addition to Furman,
The Citadel, Winthrop and Davidson also had ships named
in their honor,as did Notre Dame, Dartmouth, Colgate,
Brown, Temple and Creighton.
Jay Martin,executive director of the American Victory
Mariners Memorial and Museum Ship in Tampa, Fla., says
that college campuses and their communities rallied around
their ships. Many sent a delegation to the launching cere
monies and sponsored a small on-board library for their
ship's crew. Davidson, for example,contributed 200 books
to the SS Davidson Victory library. Other colleges donated
games, phonographs and records.
Although there is no documentation of anyone
at Furman sending books to the SS Furman Victory,
Martin says it is likely that the university made a donation
of some kind.
"For the named colleges,the Victory ships did a lot
to boost morale back home," says Martin. "But after the
war they were quickly forgotten. The connection was lost."

A

fter the Allies secured victory in World War II,

Victory ships were used primarily to transfer con
struction materials and other supplies in a massive U.S.
effort to rebuild war-tom Europe and Japan. Later, many
were leased to private firms and foreign countries to be used
as freighters and passenger transports.
According to U.S. Naval records, the SS Furman Victory
served in the Pacific campaign in the waning years of World
War II and later in the Korean Conflict. In 1963,she was
taken over by the U.S. Navy and was part of a fleet that car
ried ballistic missiles and other provisions to ocean-going
submarines.
During the 1970s and early '80s, the Furman trans
ported thousands of miles of underwater, sound-sensitive
military cable that was laid on the floor of the Atlantic Ocean.
The cable was capable of tracking movement of Soviet sub
marines, says Carl Friberg,a U.S. Navy veteran who served
briefly as master of the Furman during the 1980s.
" She was a fine vessel and was one of the few Victory
ships that remained in service [at the time]," says Friberg.
"I served on the ship but was unfamiliar with her history."
The Furman was retired on July 22, 1993, turned over
to the Maritime Administration and put in mothballs with
the Maritime's reserve fleet in Beaumont, Texas. Most of
the other 534 Victory ships had long since been dismantled
or submerged, says Peter Stoudt, a writer and former assistant
dean at the University of Virginia who is working on a book
about the Normandy Invasion.
"Of the Victory cargo ships built in World War II, many
at Oregon Shipbuilding, the Furman Victory was one of
three left in existence. She also was in the best condition
of the remaining three and in the most original configuration,"
says Stoudt, who is leading an effort to preserve Victory
ships.
The Furman languished in Beaumont for a nearly a
decade before being sold to a scrap company from Browns
ville, Texas, for $ 150. In November of 2003,the almost
60-year-old Furman was towed to Brownsville and
dismantled.
"She was the choice for us to bring back to Portland as
a memorial ship," says Stoudt. "The dismantling occurred
while we were in the process of establishing a preservation
project. The Furman is gone, and this has been a historical
loss."
Although black and white photographs are all that remain
of the SS Furman Victory, visitors to the American Victory
Mariners Memorial and Museum Ship in Tampa can learn
more about Victory ships. The museum and memorial,
housed on a restored SS American Victory, offers visitors
a self-guided tour and cruises. For more information,
visit www.americanvictory.org.
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